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METHODS OF REMOVING CONTAMINANTS 
FROM A FUEL CELL ELECTRODE 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

This application is a continuation-in-part of co-pending 
International Application No. PCT/U S03/ 03865 ?led Feb. 6, 
2003 claiming priority to US. PatentApplication No. 60/354, 
713 ?led Feb. 6, 2002 and US. Patent Application No. 
60/431,051 ?led Dec. 5, 2002. International Patent Applica 
tion PCT/US03/03865 Was published as WO 03/067696 on 
Aug. 14, 2003 in English under PCT Article 21(2). 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

This invention relates in general to methods of removing 
contaminants such as carbon monoxide from an anode or 
cathode of a fuel cell. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Fuel cells and particularly polymer electrolyte membrane 
(“PEM”) fuel cells are actively under development by a large 
number of companies. These devices, While offering e?i 
ciency and environmental advantages, are too expensive at 
current prices to have a major market impact. Consequently, 
there is a World-Wide effort to reduce the cost of these units. 

Fuel cells for stationary applications are fueled primarily 
by methane and propane, from Which hydrogen is obtained in 
a fuel processing unit that combines steam reforming With 
Water-gas shifting and carbon monoxide cleanup. It is Widely 
recogniZed that even 50 ppm of carbon monoxide (CO) in the 
fuel can coat the anode of the fuel cell, reducing the area 
available for hydrogen to react, and limiting the fuel cell 
current. CO is also a major poison With reformed methanol 
and direct methanol fuel cells. 

Reforming methane produces about 10% or higher CO. 
This is reduced to about 1 percent CO in a Water-gas shift 
reactor, folloWed by a reduction to 10 to 50 ppm in a CO 
clean-up reactor. Both the Water-gas shift reactor and the 
clean-up reactor are major costs in the fuel cell system. For 
instance, in one approach, the PROX clean-up reactor uses 
tWo to three reaction stages operating at temperature of 1600 
C. to 1900 C. compared to the stack temperature of 80° C. The 
Water-gas shift reactor typically consists of tWo reactor stages 
operating at higher and loWer temperatures. In addition, a 
stack running on 10 to 50 ppm of CO must be about tWice the 
electrode area of a stack operating on pure H2. 

Cleaning an anode of an electrochemical energy converter 
by changing the potential of the anode Was proposed by 
Bockris in “Basis of Possible Continuous Self Activation In 
an Electrochemical Energy Converter”, J. Electroanal. 
Chem., vol. 7, pp. 487-490 (1964). In his scheme, a cleaning 
current pulse of about 40 mA Was used. During the time the 
pulse Was on, cleaning Was accomplished but little or no 
poWer Was produced. When the pulse Was off, poWer Was 
produced using the cleaned electrode, Which gradually 
became re-covered With CO. Consequently, this system is 
mo st attractive When the cleaning pulses are of short duration 
in the duty cycle. The cleaning pulses may consume energy, 
so the poWer produced must be larger than the poWer con 
sumed by the cleaning pulses for a net gain in poWer to be 
realiZed. 

Publications using and extending this approach have 
appeared, including International Publication No. WO 
98/42038 by Stimming et al. applying this technology to PEM 
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2 
fuel cells, and Carrette, Friedrich, Huber and Stimming, 
“Improvement of CO Tolerance of Proton Exchange Mem 
brane Fuel Cells by a Pulsing Technique”, PCCP, v. 3, n. 3, 
Feb. 7, 2001, pp 320-324. The Stimming approach also used 
a cleaning current pulse of betWeen 100 and 640 mA/cm2 
With varying pulse durations and frequencies. Square Wave 
current pulses, similar to the Work of Bockris, are used. In 
addition, Stimming has proposed using positive voltage 
pulses for cleaning. Stimming shoWed that this method could 
clean electrodes With 1 percent CO in the feed stream for 
laboratory, bench-top experiments. 
Wang and FedkiW, “Pulsed-Potential Oxidation of Metha 

nol, I”, J. Electrochem. Soc., v. 139 n. 9, September 1992, 
2519-2525, and “Pulsed-Potential Oxidation of Methanol, 
II”, v. 139, n. 11, 3151-3158, shoWed that pulsing a direct 
methanol fuel cell With positive square Wave pulses of a 
certain frequency could result in a substantial increase in 
output current. The increase Was attributed to cleaning inter 
mediates from the electrode. 

The pulsing approaches used in the current patent and 
technical literature do not address pulsing Waveform shapes 
other than square Waves. In addition, methods of determining 
suitable Waveform shapes for different electrodes, electro 
lytes, load characteristics, and operating conditions are not 
discussed. More poWerful techniques are needed for elec 
trode cleaning in fuel cells, particularly techniques that Would 
alloW the fuel cell to consistently and robustly operate on 1 
percent and higher levels of CO, While eliminating the clean 
up reactor, simplifying the reformer and shift reactors, and 
reducing the stack siZe. The invention reported herein utiliZes 
the inherent dynamical properties of the electrode to improve 
the fuel cell performance and arrive at a suitable pulsing 
Waveform shape or electrode voltage control method. 

Furthermore, the literature to date that is knoWn to us is 
restricted to CO levels less than 1 percent. The invention 
reported herein alloWs operation at higher levels of CO, 
Which enables the reformer to be substantially simpli?ed. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates to a method of optimiZing a Wave 
form of an electrical current applied to an electrode. The 
method includes the steps of: applying an electrical current to 
an electrode of a device; determining a Waveform of the 
voltage or the current of the electrical current; representing 
the Waveform by mathematical expressions or numbers; mea 
suring a function of the device associated With the application 
of the electrical current; and varying the shape and frequency 
of the Waveform to optimiZe the function of the device and 
thereby determine an optimiZed Waveform of the electrical 
current to be applied to the electrode of the device. 
The invention also relates to another method of optimiZing 

a Waveform of an electrical current applied to an electrode. 
The method includes the steps of: applying an electrical cur 
rent to an electrode of a device; determining a Waveform of 
the voltage or the current of the electrical current; represent 
ing the Waveform by a mathematical description such as a 
number of points or an analytical function characterized by a 
number of unknoWn coef?cients and a ?xed number of knoWn 
functions; measuring a function of the device associated With 
the application of the electrical current; feeding the Waveform 
description and the measurements to an algorithm, Which 
may be in a computer program or other calculating device 
including manual calculations, including an optimization 
routine Which uses the points or coef?cients as independent 
variables for optimiZing the function of the device; and per 
forming the calculations to determine values of the points or 
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coef?cients Which optimize the function of the device, and 
thereby determine an optimized Waveform of the electrical 
current to be applied to the electrode of the device. 

The invention also relates to a method of removing con 
taminants from an anode of a fuel cell. The method includes 
the steps of: applying an electrical current to the anode of the 
fuel cell; and pulsing the voltage of the electrical current 
during the application, such that the overvoltage at the anode 
is negative during the pulses, and the overvoltage at the anode 
is positive betWeen the pulses. 

The invention also relates to a method of operating a fuel 
cell. The method includes the steps of: applying an overvolt 
age to the anode of the fuel cell by applying a voltage to the 
anode With respect to a reference electrode, Where the fuel 
contains higher than 1 percent CO; and varying the overvolt 
age betWeen a loW value normally used for poWer production 
and a high value suf?ciently high for cleaning CO from the 
electrode. 

The invention also relates to another method of operating a 
fuel cell. The method includes the steps of: feeding a fuel to 
the fuel cell containing at least 1 percent of an electrochemi 
cally active contaminant; and applying an overvoltage to an 
electrode of the fuel cell, and varying the overvoltage 
betWeen a loW value normally used for poWer production and 
a high value for cleaning the contaminant from the electrode. 

The invention also relates to a pulsed anode of an electrical 
device operating at greater than 1 percent CO using a method 
of optimiZing a Waveform of an electrical current applied to 
the anode. The method includes the steps of: applying an 
electrical current to the anode; determining a Waveform of the 
voltage or the current of the device; representing the Wave 
form by mathematical expressions or numbers; taking mea 
surements of a function of the device associated With the 
application of the electrical current; and varying the shape 
and frequency of the Waveform to optimiZe the function of the 
device and thereby determine an optimiZed Waveform of the 
electrical current to be applied to the anode of the device. 

The invention also relates to a fuel cell having a pulsed 
electrode including an oxidation pulse, and the fuel cell hav 
ing a voltage booster to change the cell voltage during the 
oxidation pulse to a desired level. 

The invention also relates to a fuel cell system comprising: 
a fuel cell operated using the method of optimiZing a Wave 
form; and a simpli?ed fuel processor comprising a fuel 
reformer, and no Water-gas shift reactor and no CO cleanup 
reactor. 

The invention also relates to fuel cell system comprising: a 
fuel cell operated using the method of removing contami 
nants from an anode of a fuel cell; and a simpli?ed fuel 
processor comprising a fuel reformer, and no Water-gas shift 
reactor and no CO cleanup reactor. 

The invention also relates to another fuel cell system com 
prising: a fuel cell having a pulsed electrode and operating 
With a fuel containing greater than 1 percent electrochemi 
cally active contaminant; and a fuel processor that is simpli 
?ed compared to a fuel processor required When the same fuel 
cell is used Without pulsing. 

The invention also relates to a method of operating a fuel 
cell Where a contaminant is cleaned from an electrode, Where 
the fuel cell during operation has a variation in anode and/or 
cathode overvoltage. The method comprises feeding back a 
portion of the current output of the fuel cell to a control circuit 
to vary the voltage Waveform to maintain a desired current 
and cleaning the contaminant. 

The invention also relates to a method of cleaning an elec 
trochemically active contaminant from an electrode of an 
apparatus used in an electrochemical process, in Which the 
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4 
electrode is cleaned by oxidiZing the contaminant so that 
another reaction can proceed on the electrode, Where the 
apparatus during operation has a variation in electrode over 
voltage. The method comprises feeding back a portion of the 
current output of the apparatus to vary the voltage Waveform 
to maintain a desired current and cleaning the contaminant. 
The invention also relates to a method of cleaning an elec 

trochemically active contaminant from an electrode of an 
apparatus used in an electrochemical process, in Which the 
electrode is cleaned by oxidiZing the contaminant so that 
another reaction can proceed on the electrode, Where the 
apparatus during operation has a variation in electrode over 
voltage. The method comprises measuring the current or volt 
age across the anode and cathode of the device, and utiliZing 
that measurement as the input to a device to vary a load 
impedance that is in parallel or series With the useful load of 
the device to vary the voltage or current Waveform at the 
electrodes to maintain a desired current and cleaning the 
contaminant. 
The invention also relates to a method of removing con 

taminants from an electrode of a fuel cell, comprising apply 
ing an electrical energy to the electrode of the fuel cell in the 
form of small voltage pulses to excite natural oscillations in 
fuel cell voltage during operation of the fuel cell, the voltage 
pulses being applied at the same frequency as the natural 
oscillations or at a frequency different from the natural oscil 
lations. 
The invention also relates to a method of removing con 

taminants from an anode of a fuel cell, comprising applying 
an electrical current to the anode of the fuel cell in the form of 
small voltage pulses to excite natural oscillations in fuel cell 
voltage during operation of the fuel cell, the voltage pulses 
being applied at the same frequency as the natural oscillations 
or at a frequency different from the natural oscillations. 

The invention also relates to a method of removing con 
taminants from an anode or cathode of a fuel cell, comprising: 
applying an electrical current to the anode or cathode of the 
fuel cell; pulsing the voltage of the electrical current during 
the application; and controlling the pulsing With a control 
function to create a Waveform or a frequency of the pulsing 
that removes the contaminants and maximiZes the poWer 
output from the fuel cell. 
The invention also relates to a method of removing con 

taminants from an anode or cathode of a fuel cell, comprising: 
applying an electrical current to the anode or cathode of the 
fuel cell; and pulsing the voltage of the electrical current 
during the application, the pulsing exciting and maintaining a 
natural oscillation of the fuel cell system. 

The invention also relates to a feedback control method of 
operating a fuel cell comprising applying voltage control to 
an anode of the fuel cell using the folloWing algorithm: 

a) determining a mathematical model that relates the 
instantaneous coverage of hydrogen and carbon monoxide to 
the overvoltage applied to the anode; 

b) forming an observer that relates the instantaneous cov 
erage of the hydrogen and carbon monoxide to the measured 
current of the fuel cell; 

c) driving the estimated carbon monoxide coverage to a 
loW value by varying the overvoltage; 

d) driving the estimated hydrogen coverage to a high value 
by varying the overvoltage; and 

e) repeating steps a) through d) as necessary. 
The invention also relates to a feedback control method of 

operating a fuel cell comprising applying voltage control to 
an anode of the fuel cell using the folloWing algorithm: 
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a) determining a mathematical model that relates the 
instantaneous coverage of hydrogen and carbon monoxide to 
the overvoltage applied to the anode; 

b) forming an observer that relates the instantaneous cov 
erage of the hydrogen and carbon monoxide to the measured 
current of the fuel cell; 

c) prescribing a desired trajectory of the instantaneous 
coverage of the hydrogen and carbon monoxide as a function 
of time; 

d) forming a set of mathematical relationships from steps 
a), b) and c) that alloWs the current to be measured, the 
overvoltage to be prescribed and the instantaneous carbon 
monoxide coverage and instantaneous hydrogen coverage to 
be predicted; 

e) driving the carbon monoxide coverage to a loW value by 
varying the overvoltage according to step d); 

f) driving the hydrogen coverage to a high value by varying 
the overvoltage according to step d); and 

g) repeating steps a) through f) as necessary. 
The invention also relates to a feedback control method of 

operating an electrochemical apparatus operated using a fuel 
containing an electrochemically active contaminant, the 
method comprising applying voltage control to an anode of 
the apparatus using the folloWing algorithm: 

a) determining a mathematical model that relates the 
instantaneous coverage of fuel and contaminant to the over 
voltage applied to the anode; 

b) forming an observer that relates the instantaneous cov 
erage of the fuel and contaminant to the measured current of 
the apparatus; 

c) driving the estimated contaminant coverage to a loW 
value by varying the overvoltage; 

d) driving the estimated fuel coverage to a high value by 
varying the overvoltage; and 

e) repeating steps a) through d) as necessary. 
The invention further relates to a feedback control method 

of operating an electrochemical apparatus operated using a 
fuel containing an electrochemically active contaminant, the 
method comprising applying voltage control to an anode of 
the apparatus using the folloWing algorithm: 

a) determining a mathematical model that relates the 
instantaneous coverage of fuel and contaminant to the over 
voltage applied to the anode; 

b) forming an observer that relates the instantaneous cov 
erage of the fuel and contaminant to the measured current of 
the apparatus; 

c) prescribing a desired trajectory of the instantaneous 
coverage of the fuel and contaminant as a function of time; 

d) forming a set of mathematical relationships from steps 
a), b) and c) that alloWs the current to be measured, the 
overvoltage to be prescribed and the instantaneous contami 
nant coverage and instantaneous fuel coverage to be pre 

dicted; 
e) driving the contaminant coverage to a loW value by 

varying the overvoltage according to step d); 
f) driving the fuel coverage to a high value by varying the 

overvoltage according to step d); and 
g) repeating steps a) through f) as necessary. 
Various advantages of this invention Will become apparent 

to those skilled in the art from the folloWing detailed descrip 
tion of the preferred embodiment, When read in light of the 
accompanying draWings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1A shoWs voltage Waveforms for a methanol fuel cell, 
shoWing that negative pulsing delivers the most current. 
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6 
FIG. 1B shoWs current Waveforms for a methanol fuel cell, 

shoWing that negative pulsing delivers the most current. 
FIG. 2 shoWs the charge delivered by the methanol fuel cell 

during the experiments. 
FIGS. 3A and 3B shoW a voltage Waveform and the result 

ing current for the methanol fuel cell. 
FIGS. 3C and 3D shoW another voltage Waveform and the 

resulting current for the methanol fuel cell. 
FIGS. 3E and 3E shoW another voltage Waveform and the 

resulting current for the methanol fuel cell. 
FIG. 4 shoWs the charge delivered by the various Waveform 

shapes in FIGS. 3A, 3C and 3E. 
FIG. 5 is a representation of a voltage Waveform by a ?xed 

number of points. 
FIG. 6 shoWs a comparison of the charge delivered by a 

dynamic electrode With hydrogen fuel and different levels of 
carbon monoxide, compared to normal fuel cell operation. 

FIG. 7A shoWs voltage Waveforms of a fuel cell using 
hydrogen containing 1% CO as the fuel. 

FIG. 7B shoWs the current resulting from the voltage Wave 
forms of FIG. 7A. 

FIG. 8 is a schematic of a device including a fuel cell, 
electronic pulsing hardWare and voltage boosting circuitry. 

FIG. 9 shoWs anode current and voltage Waveforms before 
the voltage boosting circuitry of the device of FIG. 8. 

FIG. 10A shoWs a plot of over potential in a fuel cell using 
feedback lineariZation. 

FIG. 10B shoWs a plot of the coverage of CO in a fuel cell 
using feedback lineariZation. 

FIG. 11A shoWs voltage Waveforms of a fuel cell using a 
feedback control technique based on natural oscillations in 
voltage to clean the electrode. 

FIG. 11B shoWs a current Waveform of the fuel cell of FIG. 
11A. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS OF THE INVENTION 

Methods of Removing Electrochemically Active Contami 
nants from Electrochemical Processes 
The present invention relates in general to methods of 

removing electrochemically active contaminants from elec 
trochemical processes. The methods may apply to any elec 
trochemical process in Which a contaminant is being oxidiZed 
so that another reaction can proceed. The electrochemically 
active contaminant is any contaminant that can be removed by 
setting the operating voltage at a voltage bounded by —Voc 
and +Voc, Where Voc is the open circuit voltage of the appa 
ratus used in the process. In some particular embodiments, 
the invention relates to methods of removing carbon monox 
ide or other contaminants from the anode or cathode of a fuel 
cell, thereby maximiZing or otherWise optimiZing a perfor 
mance measure such as the poWer output or current of the fuel 
cell. 
The methods usually involve varying the overvoltage of an 

electrode, Which is the excess electrode voltage required over 
the ideal electrode voltage. This can be done by varying the 
load on the device, i.e., by placing a second load that varies in 
time in parallel With the primary load, or by using a feedback 
system that connects to the anode, the cathode and a reference 
electrode. A feedback system that is commonly used is the 
potentiostat. In some cases the reference electrode can be the 
cathode; in other cases it is a third electrode. 

Broadly, the different methods involve the folloWing con 
cepts: 
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1. Obtaining useful power during the cleaning pulse of a 
pulsed cleaning operation used to remove contaminants 
from an electrochemical apparatus, for example, to remove 
CO from a fuel cell electrode. This enables (1) operation of 
a fuel cell at high CO levels, (2) a simpli?ed fuel cell 
system With a reformer that produces CO at up to 10% 
instead of the usual 50 ppm or so, and (3) a fuel cell 
operating at nearly constant voltage With high current out 
put, using a voltage booster that operates during the clean 
ing pulse. 

2. Control of the voltage Waveform during a cleaning opera 
tion to minimize the magnitude or duration of the cleaning 
voltage, maximize performance, and/or to satisfy some 
other system constraint, such as folloWing the load or 
avoiding voltage and current conditions that adversely 
affect reliability of the electrode or apparatus. 

3. A feedback control technique based on a natural oscillation 
in electrochemical system voltage to maintain a desired 
current, load pro?le, or to maximize performance by clean 
ing contaminants. 

Improved Waveform for Pulsing a Fuel Cell Anode or Cath 
ode to Maximize the Current or PoWer Produced, and General 
Method for Optimizing the Pulsing WaveformApplied to Any 
Electrode 

In tWo preferred embodiments, the present invention pro 
vides: 
An improved Waveform for pulsing a direct methanol fuel 

cell, Where the anode potential is made negative With 
respect to the cathode, folloWed by the usual poWer pro 
duction potential Which Was about 0.6 volts relative to SCE 
in our half cell experiments. 

A general method for optimizing the cleaning Waveform that 
can be applicable to any type of electrode, and may have 
applications Well beyond fuel cells in areas such as battery 
charging, electrode sensors, analytical chemistry, and 
material manufacturing. 
Experiments Were performed With a standard three elec 

trode cell containing 1.0 M methanol and 0.5 M sulfuric acid. 
The anode Was platinum and the cathode Was a saturated 
calumel electrode (“SCE”). This Was a batch system With the 
fuel (methanol) mixed With the electrolyte (sulfuric acid) in 
the cell. The anode voltage Was controlled by a potentiostat 
With a voltage Waveform that could be generated either by the 
potentiostat directly or by externally triggering the poten 
tiostat With a programmable function generator. The resulting 
data, shoWn in FIGS. 1A and 1B for ?ve different experi 
ments, shoW that the current output is larger and substantial 
When the Waveform is made negative (relative to the cathode) 
during a short cleaning pulse. FIG. 2 illustrates this better, 
shoWing that the charge delivered is larger When the cleaning 
pulse is negative and the voltage level during poWer produc 
tion is at 0.6 volts (the top curve4dashed), Which is near the 
peak methanol oxidation potential from a cyclic voltammo 
gram. For comparison the solid black curve has a cleaning 
potential at 0.0 volts and poWer production at 0.6 volts. Notice 
that the current traces have a positive and a negative compo 
nent to them. When the current is positive, the cell is deliver 
ing current. When the current is negative, the cell is receiving 
current. Consequently, it is desirable to maximize the positive 
current and minimize the negative current. 

To in?uence the positive and negative currents, We varied 
the shape of the voltage pulses. FIGS. 3A-3F shoW that vary 
ing the voltage shapes can strongly in?uence the shape of the 
current traces and can reduce the negative current. FIG. 4 
illustrates the charge delivered by the various Waveform 
shapes shoWn in FIGS. 3A, 3C and 3E. 
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The results of these experiments indicate that the Wave 

form can be optimized by a systematic, computational pro 
cedure in order to deliver substantially more poWer than exist 
ing fuel cells. The experiments shoW that varying the 
Waveform can signi?cantly vary the current output. 

To illustrate the method, consider a Waveform to be repre 
sented by a ?xed number of points, as shoWn in FIG. 5. The 
number of points is arbitrary, but the more points, the longer 
the optimization time that is required. The Waveform is a 
voltage or current Waveform that is connected to the anode of 
a fuel cell, such that the anode is operated at that voltage, or 
perhaps is operated at that voltage plus or minus a ?xed offset 
voltage. The offset voltage may vary sloWly With the operat 
ing conditions due to, for instance, changes in the load. The 
Waveform variation is much faster than any variation in the 
offset voltage. 

This Waveform pattern is fed to the anode and repeated at a 
frequency speci?ed by the points, as the ?gure illustrates. 
Measurements are made of the poWer or current or other 
performance parameter, Whichever is most appropriate, 
delivered by the fuel cell. The performance parameter and 
Waveform points are then fed to an algorithm, Which may be 
in a computer program or hand calculation, Which optimizes 
the Waveform shape to maximize the performance, such as 
poWer or current delivered. 

The optimum Waveform can thus be determined for the 
speci?c fuel cell electrode and operating conditions. This 
optimizing procedure can be repeated as often as necessary 
during operation to guard against changes in the electrode or 
other components over time or for different operating condi 
tions. 

Mathematically, the points describing the Waveform can be 
considered to be independent variables for the optimization 
routine. The net current or poWer produced (current or poWer 
that is output minus any current or poWer supplied to the 
electrode) is the objective function to be optimized. A person 
skilled in the art of optimization could select a computer 
algorithm to perform the optimization. Typical algorithms 
might include steepest descent, derivative-free algorithms, 
annealing algorithms, or many others Well-knoWn to those 
skilled in the art. 

Alternatively, the Waveform could be represented by a set 
of functions containing one or more unknoWn coef?cients. 
These coef?cients are then analogous to the points in the 
preceding description, and may be treated as independent 
variables in the optimization routine. As an example, the 
Waveform could be represented by a Fourier Series, With the 
coe?icient of each term in the series being an unknoWn coef 
?cient. 

Obtaining Useful PoWer During the Cleaning Pulse of a 
Pulsed Cleaning Operation Used to Remove Contaminants 
from an Electrochemical Apparatus 

Pulsed cleaning of electrochemically active contaminants 
from an electrode of an electrochemical apparatus involves 
raising the overvoltage of the electrode to a suf?ciently high 
value to oxidize the contaminants adsorbed onto the electrode 
surface. For example, the pulsed cleaning of an anode or 
cathode of a fuel cell usually involves raising the overvoltage 
to oxidize adsorbed CO to CO2. When a su?icient amount of 
time has elapsed, the overvoltage is dropped back to the 
conventional overvoltage Where poWer is produced. 

Conventional thinking is that little or no useful poWer is 
generated during the cleaning pulse. HoWever, our Work With 
pulsing of a fuel cell anode has surprisingly shoWn that high 
current can be obtained during the cleaning pulse. Also sur 
prisingly, our Work has shoWn that When the hydrogen fuel 
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contains high levels of CO, up to 10 percent, currents can be 
obtained approaching that obtained When pure hydrogen is 
used as the fuel. FIG. 6 shoWs a plot of charge delivered by a 
5 cm2 PEM fuel cell, operated as a single cell at room tem 
perature under a standard three-electrode con?guration With a 
potentiostat and air supplied to the cathode, as a function of 
time. The smooth curve at the top is the charge obtained When 
pure hydrogen is used as the fuel. Without pulsing, When 1 
percent CO is added to the hydrogen, the charge drops by 
more than tWo orders of magnitude. Similar performance is 
seen With 5 percent CO. HoWever, When the fuel cell anode is 
pulsed, the charge increases, and particular combinations of 
pulse Width and frequency result in increased charge. At 5 and 
10 percent CO, the ?gure shoWs data that reveal that the cell 
charge is nearly the same as the cell charge When the fuel is 
pure hydrogen. 

Thus, We have discovered that pulsing of a fuel cell anode 
alloWs the fuel cell to operate using a hydrogen fuel contain 
ing greater than 1% CO, up to 10% CO or possibly higher. 
Pulsing can take care of much larger amounts of CO than 
previously thought. In the past, most fuel cells have been 
operated using a hydrogen fuel containing 50 to 100 ppm, 
Whereas We have found that up to 10% or more CO can be 

used (at least 10,000 times the previous level). This invention 
permits a step change increase in CO contamination With 
minimal impact on current output. 

Advantageously, the ability to operate a fuel cell With 
hydrogen having high CO levels enables a simpli?ed, less 
costly fuel cell system to be used. Operation at high CO levels 
enables the fuel processor to be much simpler, less costly and 
smaller in siZe. The fuel processor of a conventional fuel cell 
system usually includes a fuel reformer, a multi-stage Water 
gas shift reactor and a CO cleanup reactor. The simpli?ed fuel 
processor of the invention can include a fuel reformer and a 
simpli?ed Water-gas shift reactor, for example a one-stage or 
tWo-stage reactor instead of a multi-stage reactor. In some 
cases, the Water-gas shift reactor can be eliminated. The 
cleanup reactor can usually be eliminated in the simpli?ed 
fuel processor. Essentially this invention enables the fuel cell 
electrode to tolerate CO concentrations of 10 percent or 
higher, and therefore the fuel processor can operate With 
simpli?ed components since it can produce CO concentra 
tions of 10 percent or higher. 
An examination of the cell voltage and current is shoWn in 

FIGS. 7A and 7B for 1% CO in hydrogen in the same fuel cell 
and same operating conditions as that in FIG. 6. TWo cases are 
shoWn. In the ?rst, the overvoltage Waveform varies betWeen 
0.05 and 0.7 volts. In the second, the overvoltage varies 
betWeen 0.05 and 0.65 volts. The ?gure shoWs that the cell 
current is high When the voltage reaches 0.7 volts, but is much 
loWer When the voltage reaches 0.65 volts. This indicates that 
0.7 volts is the CO oxidiZing voltage, in agreement With 
knoWn theory. The initial peak in current, When the voltage 
?rst reaches 0.7 volts, is expected to be the CO being oxi 
diZed. The current then decreases and then increases steadily 
as the hydrogen reaches the neWly cleaned surface. The 
hydrogen current is high at this large overvoltage. 

Consequently, the current is high during the CO oxidiZing 
voltage, but the overall cell output voltage is loW (since the 
overvoltage is high). HoWever, the poWer, Which is de?ned as 
the product of voltage times current, is surprisingly high for 
CO concentrations greater than 1 percent. This enables vari 
ous voltage conditioning circuits to be used to convert the 
current or voltage or both to a desired form. In one embodi 

ment of our invention, the output voltage is boosted to a more 
usable value by using a voltage boosting circuit, such as a 
sWitching circuit. These devices typically keep the output 
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energy nearly the same (ef?ciencies are usually over 80 per 
cent), but increase the voltage While decreasing the current. A 
schematic of the device, along With typical Waveforms of 
voltage and current before the conditioning circuit is shoWn in 
FIGS. 8 and 9. Thus, one embodiment of the invention relates 
to a fuel cell having a pulsed electrode in combination With a 

voltage conditioning circuit, such as a voltage booster to 
change the cell voltage during the oxidation pulse to a desired 
level. Furthermore, all of the cleaning techniques described in 
this patent may be used for fuel cells With CO concentrations 
greater than 1 percent. 

Model Based Feedback Control of the Electrode Voltage 

When an electrode is pulsed, some loss of voltage due to 
the pulse is inevitable. This loss is reduced When the fraction 
of time spent pulsing is minimiZed or the overvoltage is 
minimiZed. Our next modi?cation involves intelligent control 
of the voltage Waveform. This may be done to minimize the 
magnitude or duration of the pulse, or to satisfy some other 
system constraint such as avoiding conditions that decrease 
reliability. Here, We present a method of using a high over 
voltage to achieve a loW coverage of CO on the anode and 
then a much smaller overvoltage to maintain a high hydrogen 
coverage and thus high current from the electrode. Over time, 
the hydrogen coverage may gradually degrade and the 
method may be repeated as needed. 

The method uses a model based upon the coverage of the 
electrode surface With hydrogen (0H) and CO (000). In the 
folloWing sections, We present several mathematical tech 
niques to (1) clean the surface of CO by raising the overvolt 
age to minimiZe the CO coverage and (2) maintain the surface 
at high hydrogen coverage by maximiZing the hydrogen cov 
erage. This tWo part optimiZation and control problem can be 
solved by many techniques. BeloW We illustrate the tech 
niques of feedback lineariZation, sliding mode control, and 
optimal control by a series of examples. 

EXAMPLE 1 

Feedback LineariZation 

The steps are as folloWs. 

1. Develop a model for the fuel cell in question that relates 
the time derivative of 0H and 060 to the overvoltage, 
Where 0H is the coverage of the electrode surface With 
hydrogen and 060 is the coverage of the electrode surface 
With carbon dioxide. The model involves some unknoWn 
coef?cients that must be found experimentally. For 
instance, scientists at Los Alamos National Laboratory 
have proposed the folloWing model (T. E. Springer, T. 
RockWard, T. A. ZaWodZinski, S. Gottesfeld, Journal of 
the Electrochemical Society, 148, A1 1-A23 (2001). The 
unknoWn coef?cients are the k’s and the b’ s, and 11 is the 
overvoltage. PCO is the partial pressure of carbon diox 
ide, and PH is the partial pressure of hydrogen. kfc and 
kfH are the forWard rate constants for carbon dioxide 
adsorption and hydrogen adsorption, respectively, and 
are expressed inA/cm2 (geometric) atm. kec and keH are 
the electro-oxidation rate constants for carbon dioxide 
and hydrogen, respectively, and are expressed in A/cm2. 
bfc and bfH are the ratio of backWard to forWard rate 
constants for carbon dioxide and hydrogen, respectively, 
With units of atmospheres. BC and b H are the backWard 










